THE PARABLE OF THE UNFORGIVING SERVANT
Matthew 18:23-35

When Jesus told the story about a slave who was forgiven a great debt (10,000 talents) and refused to forgive a lesser slave a minor debt (100 denarii), he exposed one of the most widespread and onerous economic practices of his time, one that generated poverty, slavery, and violence.  In her article, "The Forgiveness of Debts in Matthew and Luke: For an Economy without Exclusions," Ivoni Richter Reimer, a Brazilian New Testament scholar, explains the background of Matthew's parable (God's Economy: Biblical Studies from Latin America, 152-168, Orbis, 2005).
The principal factors in the growing impoverishment of the population in the time of Jesus were debts, taxes, and wars.  Debts as a result of loans found interest rates always rising; the same was true of debts because of taxes.  That meant always an increase in debt.  The existence of the debt and the impossibility of paying it in installments led to a series of concrete and real threats: torture or imprisonment of the debtor and/or members of his family; enslavement of the debtor and/or his family, generally sons and daughters.  The domination and the mechanisms of oppression (including psychological) as a result of debt were many, and they marked the history of thousands of impoverished children, women, and men in the Roman empire, including Palestine  Thus, economic debt did not have solely economic effects for the debtors, but also implications on other levels of relationship.  (155) 
 The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant is located within Jesus' fourth discourse in Matthew, which is concerned with the life of the faith community.  This text and the fifth petition of the Lord's Prayer ("Forgive us our debts as we have forgiven our debtors") "both make clear that debts and the forgiveness of debts are central and crucial themes for the building of a community of people who live in reliance on the grace of God and who are made equals through the saving work of Jesus Christ."  (156)  Both of these texts call for the ending of relationships of oppression and domination, including sexual exploitation and slavery.  Both use the Jubilee term for release (Hebrew: deror, Greek: afesis), which appears in other key passages dealing with release from debts and slavery and sin (Luke 4:18, Mark 2:1-12, Exodus 21:2, Deuteronomy 15:1 and 12, Leviticus 25:10) and the building of the Jubilee community (Mark 10:28-30), in which all release or share their possessions so that the needs of all are met (Acts 2:43-47, 4:32-35).
Forgiveness permits people to lay aside the burdens that oppress and deprive them of a life of dignity.  Without forgiveness it is not possible to construct or reconstruct a life, be that personal, communal, or sociopolitical.  Forgiveness is a gratuitous gesture, but it is united to a relational commitment.  The grace and gratuity of God restore our commitment to compassion, justice, and solidarity.  (161, 162)
1.  Read through the parable several times and note the dimensions of oppression that were linked to the debt system in ancient times and continue today.
2.  Consider the multiple dimensions of release or liberation implied in the parable.
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